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Abstract
Gramps lay in the hospital bed, a sea of white marred only by the peach colored cotton blanket
which now and then peeked out when one of the fleet starched figures was not around to tuck it
in...
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Gramps 
by Mary Clements 
GRAMPS lay in the hospital bed, a sea of white marred only by the peach colored cotton blanket which now 
and then peeked out when one of the fleet starched figures 
was not around to tuck it in. The outline of his frail, slender 
body buckled the white sea, and the grey wiry arms rested 
on the calm surface. 
He moved his head slightly in its pillow cradle. His face, 
a gray pallor of worn cement lined with the paths of years, 
was half encircled with white locks peppered with grey hair, 
accented by a moustache yellowed from chewing tobacco, 
blue eyes which had reviewed the passing of four decades, a 
book now closing with only short periodical additions as the 
eyelids fluttered occasionally. 
Gramps opened his eyes to make sure he was still there — 
still in that hospital room. Maybe he had grown so accus-
tomed to this place in the past weeks that he would not 
know when he slipped into the after life — if there really 
were such a thing. 
His vision encompassed the whole room and he sought 
to prove or disprove the reality of the scene. The walls of the 
room were green —a light green, not the green of his pas-
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tures, but a familiar green: the green of the walls in the 
men's room at the court house, the green of the dormitory 
room where his youngest daughter had lived, the green of 
the hospital room where Harriet died. 
The walls were spotless; they reflected the cleanliness of 
a gray tile floor. Gramps hadn't seen the floor for many days; 
he was too tired to rise up and look. The starched white 
figures did not coax him to sit up; they tiptoed rapidly into 
the room, administered to him and then they were gone. 
The window on the west wall was open; Jack had opened 
it when he came in. "Foolish boy, never listened to his dad, 
left the farm." 
"We need some fresh air — this place smells too much 
like a hospital." Jack's words bounced from the walls; forced 
humor never achieves its aims. 
"Hospital smell." His sense of smell was gone now, but 
he still remembered the odor. The night was late; the calves 
were out; the fence had to be repaired; the tangle of barb 
wire snagged onto his hand, bit at it, clawed at it. The sting. 
The sharp odor. The gnarled hand tensed in revenge for its 
missing digits. A gust of fresh air burst into the room; a 
white figure slipped in to close the window, mumbling about 
a draft on the patient. 
Across the room was the dresser — the mirror was lost 
in a wilderness of flowers. Pink roses, the color of Harriet's 
cheeks when she came in from the garden. 
He closed his eyes; he didn't need to review the rest of 
the room's furnishing for he had memorized them. He knew 
the durable metal furniture — cold and stiff as the starched 
white figures coming in now and then to make faces at you, 
nurse your physical discomforts, and then with a flick of pen 
on a sheet of paper be gone. There was the dresser with the 
flowers, which, like the nurse's aid who stopped to talk to 
him, was warmer than the rest. There was a chair forbid-
dingly padded, a few straight backed chairs, a small bedside 
stand, and of course the bed. Smooth slender poles formed 
the sides of the bed; Gramps rested in the center. The con-
finement produced by the poles and their coldness was re-
pulsive to him. 
"Confined by bed, confined by life. Broken hip bone, old 
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men never recover from broken bones." Life, sought by so 
many, had become an imprisonment for Gramps. 
T h e family sat as mannequins on the straight back chairs. 
His family — eight children and a lilac bush planted on the 
tomb of the first born. A white lilac — Harriet said they 
smelled sweeter. 
His eyes flickered and caught the mannequins whose 
voices flowed quietly. In all these years his ears had not failed 
him; he still recognized each voice. 
"Doc Collison said he's doing as well as can be expected. , , 
"Does he think?" T h e thin voice of his eldest halted and 
other voices rushed in to fill the gap and erase the question 
by ignoring it. 
"I met that young Lutheran minister when I came down 
the hall. He said he'd stop in later to see Dad." 
Gramps mused vaguely, "Why do people worry so much 
about religion at the last minute — never seen so many min-
isters as I've seen lately. Wish they'd leave me alone, leave 
me to think, to remember." 
"Yep, he sure is a fine young man and such a nice family." 
T h e family verbally put the young man on trial and decided 
in favor of the defendant. 
"I think he should be the one to " She hesitated and 
then started a new sentence. "Daddy was baptized a Luth-
eran — that's what it says in the family Bible." 
Gramps saw the tiny figure of his wife, the fingers caress-
ingly turning the pages of the leather-bound Bible. She 
spoke of Jesus and he had put no stock in Him. Men bore 
their own pain — but now at the end, was there God? 
Heaven? Harriet had said yes, but then — 
"Daddy never was a deeply religious man, never fought 
God but then he never followed him either." T h e youngest, 
the baby, the tousled dark-haired daughter, had grown to 
be a mother of four boys. She still tried to do all the talking. 
T h e dark curly head topped a faded feed sack dress and 
followed him all day prattling questions, never waiting for 
answers, supplying her own: "Why do cows eat grass? They 
must like it — I don' t like it — it makes my mouth hurt. . . ." 
"Daddy liked to come to Wisconsin in the summer; it's 
so much cooler. He 'd get u p early in the morning just so he 
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could go out and watch John do the milking and have a 
cup of fresh milk." She didn't bother to ask questions now; 
she supplied the answers before they were asked. 
Gramps recalled the warm milk from his cow, Old Bess. 
Harriet would churn such yellow butter and then bake fresh 
bread. 
"Daddy always. . . ." 
Can't a man die in silence? Must he be plagued by use-
less talk when his moments are so few for memories? 
"Daddy " 
Maybe if I could move, do something, they would leave 
me alone in peace. He began to move his weary body. A 
pain coursed from his hip to his toes, fingers, and head. The 
reflex combined with his attempt to move and the resulting 
stir drew the family's attention to the bed. 
"Daddy?" The daughter had now crossed the room and 
was gripping the slender bed rails and staring at the 
shrunken mass of man in a sea of white. "Do you want some-
thing?" 
She turned to the others. "Maybe we should call the doc-
tor." The old man ignored her suggestion, clawed at the 
pain, fighting it back so that the others would not know, 
so they would not bring the needles. 
The men at the corner sat and chawed their tobacco and 
talked all day. There was toothless Jack, a fine Irishman. 
"Seems a man can die these days and not even know he's 
dying. They just give you a couple of shots and you slip 
away. I once knew a guy. . . . " 
A hoop rolling down the street. The boys had salvaged 
the wire hoops from their mothers' discarded petticoats and 
had made a fine game of chasing the circles up and down the 
road, racing hard until they were all out of breath— so hot. 
They'd go to the pump and exert their final energy until 
fresh cool water gushed from the rusty throat. 
The pain was gone now. The room was silent. The family 
had left. 
Harriet sang to the children and as she did her house-
work. "There's a land that is fairer than day and by faith 
we can see it afar." The melody lay as a haze over a field of 
alfalfa, a green carpet which stretched luxuriantly over the 
back twenty. 
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A doctor and a nurse came into the room. The creak of 
their leather shoes mocked the silence they commanded. The 
doctor bent over the bed and studied the weary figure. He 
held a gnarled wrist and pressed it with his middle and index 
fingers. The pressure hardly traversed the widening span. 
'He's resting peacefully — no need for medication." 
Gramp's eyelids fluttered and he saw the nurse. She 
methodically arranged the small bedside table, and then her 
pen brushed softly across the chart on her clip board. She 
hastened from the room to catch up with the doctor who had 
departed after his dictation. 
A pain traced a sharp path from his hip upward. Gramps 
held his breath and pressed his eyelids closely together until 
the blackness melted into freshly plowed fields — corn plant-
ing time. He saw his fields. 
Harriet's voice floated over the furrows; the old man 
arose and followed. 
